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Relating Social Contextual Knowledge
to Graphic Designers' Practice.

Graphic design is a conceptual activity that draws heavily on acquired design
knowledge through practice. The role that designers place on knowledge of social
contexts in their conceptual processes is highly variable and often unrecognised or
undervalued by them in their practice. The ethnographic study upon which this
paper is based used case studies to investigate this question. It considered the
relative importance that a number of New Zealand graphic designers placed on
bringing contextual knowledge into their practice. Graphic designers in the study
had varying experience and worked in different types of firms and areas of the
graphic design field. The paper takes the practice of two of the designers in the
study to consider the value they placed on social and contextual knowledge relative
to their work. Pierre Bourdieu's theories of structure, disposition and practice are
used to suggest ways in which the cultural capital upon which designers draw is
built up and contributes to the formation of dispositions expressed through practice
in their field. Bourdieu's idea of field is discussed as a means of relating varying
cultural capital to groups and interests related to graphic design.
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Abstract
Graphic design is a conceptual activity that draws heavily on acquired design
knowledge through practice. The role that designers place on knowledge of social
contexts in their conceptual processes is highly variable and often unrecognised or
undervalued by them in their practice. The ethnographic study upon which this paper is
based used case studies to investigate this question. It considered the relative
importance that a number of New Zealand graphic designers placed on bringing
contextual knowledge into their practice. Graphic designers in the study had varying
experience and worked in different types of firms and areas of the graphic design field.
The paper takes the practice of two of the designers in the study to consider the value
they placed on social and contextual knowledge relative to their work. Pierre
Bourdieu's theories of structure, disposition and practice are used to suggest ways in
which the cultural capital upon which designers draw is built up and contributes to the
formation of dispositions expressed through practice in their field. Bourdieu's idea of
field is discussed as a means of relating varying cultural capital to groups and interests
related to graphic design.
Introduction
The debates suggesting greater attention to a theoretical base to design education and
practice are now well established. The topic has been thoroughly explored in articles
and papers (Friedman 1997; Durling 2000), to address Friedman’s concern for the
need for systematic thinking about design, as opposed to an ‘absence of reading or
theory building’ (p.56) and what Durling has captioned ‘formgiving rather than
braingiving’ (p.29). The discussion seems clear to the academic community. Design
practice and education require a greater focus on acquiring the knowledge needed for
problem solving that moves beyond the formal visual and technological concerns that
by and large, the designers with expertise have come to recognise. More specifically
Friedman refers to ‘the generally poor knowledge of designers concerning the broad
circumstances of life and work outside the narrow frame of design’(1997, p.59). which
he asserts can be attributed to a ‘lack of an education for the theoretical complexity of
the design task’.
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Difficulty in locating forms of knowledge
The designer's own experience constitutes a significant source of their design ideas.
The tacit knowledge generated through practice, in the growing production of designs,
is bound up in their resource of experience-based expertise. Tacit knowledge becomes
explicit as designers share this expertise with others in their firm, just as other
designers do the same in reverse to share their knowledge. Nonaka and Takeuchi
(1995) stresses the importance of this means of generating new knowledge,
suggesting that this is closely related to the innovation of the individual or firm. For the
designer, the language used in this process is often codified (Eckert & Stacey, 2000)
and more likely to be understood by designers rather than those external to graphic
design practice. Within this exchange of knowledge, the frequent absence of
discussion about social and contextual issues underlying graphic design practice and
relevant to individual problem solving may suggest that designers are simply more
involved with the visual, professional, technological and financial aspects of their
practice. The study suggested that this is an oversimplification.
Graphic designers operate within a social setting, in which knowledge of culture,
lifestyle, economic and environmental issues are inescapable in the daily interactions
with clients and the related problem solving activity. It is difficult to establish how well
individual graphic designers recognise the social and contextual knowledge base they
draw on and what factors determine the uptake and integration of this knowledge. To
find answers to these questions consideration needs to be given to the social
contextual knowledge gathered or built up and recognised as being relevant to those in
the field of graphic design. The graphic designer's contextual knowledge arises from
four sources. Firstly, out of the designer's own social structure and the durable
dispositions and practice relative to their background, secondly as the habitus related
to the internal culture of the designer's firm, thirdly within the wider field of practice and
the changing dispositions arising from it and finally from their external social worlds.
Each of these aspects has implications regarding the graphic designer's knowledge
base.
Social values and practice
Personal backgrounds
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Graphic designers bring social values from their own personal backgrounds, to their
practice. Bourdieu's framework, of structure, disposition and practice provides a way of
understanding how social knowledge may be built up (Bourdieu, 1972, p.72). In his
framework, dispositions are derived from the knowledge arising from the individual's
social structure and together form their habitus. These social values, often implicitly
understood or asserted provide a base to the individual's actions or practice. ‘It is
almost as simple as this: social positions generate socialised dispositions and
socialised dispositions generate practices’ (Nash 2002, p.273). Links can thus be
made between designers' backgrounds and the social values expressed in their
practice. Their values, expressed through practice, are therefore open to development
or change through changing design cultures and social settings. As Jenkins is aware,
‘In the case of the individual, habitus is acquired through experience and explicit
socialisation in early life. (1992, p. 80) Subsequent experience is then a process of
adjustment between subjectivity (habitus) and objective reality’.
Graphic design and the concept of ‘field’ and related cultural capital
In Bourdieu’s theory, field is a ‘structured system of social positions’ (Jenkins 1992,
p.85). The habitus operates in relation to a social field, and occupations as well as
social groupings may constitute fields. Thus, the habitus can be ‘transformed by
changed circumstances, and the expectations aspirations will change within it’ (p.83).
Designers share knowledge, developing a group habitus and generating implicit
dispositions within it. The graphic design field comprises diverse aspects of practice
demonstrated by both common and specialised knowledge requirements of technology
and social knowledge. The knowledge required to participate in these diverse areas of
the field distinguishes both the social structure and practice within them. It also
distinguishes the cultural capital relative to each. Thus Bourdieu's idea of field is used
as a means of establishing the varying cultural capital related to the interests of various
groups in the field. There are implications within this concept for the relevance of social
knowledge to practice and arguably, its place relative to distinguishing kinds of
expertise.

Social knowledge and values related to lifestyle
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Having social and cultural knowledge related to lifestyle and popular culture is
essential to understanding communicative aspects of graphic design practice. While
the graphic designers' implicit knowledge arising from their dispositions and experience
is often shared within the group, equally, the designer's dispositions are constantly
being modified by the external impacts of lifestyle, popular culture and media. The
social knowledge of the graphic designer is thus derived from both personal
background and interactions at various levels. We need to consider whether the
knowledge of social contexts coming from these sources is adequate to inform the
conceptual processes and practice of graphic designers. The growing interest in
audience centred design demonstrates the value of social information about the
consumer and society (McCoy, 1998). Elsewhere in the business community in which
graphic design is practiced, there are notable examples of the importance of gaining
knowledge of human factors.
According to Sherry (2002, p. vii), we live in an experience economy in which
designers are implicated in ‘shaping the experience of others’ and in which there is
new interest in undertaking ethnographical research into consumer behaviour. We can
conclude that marketers (and by inference, the graphic designers producing marketing
material) and consumers are both implicated in the ‘active processes of consumption’
(p.viii). Importantly, Sherry suggests that designers need to be able to access this
research information to be informed about the audience to which their work is directed,
suggesting that:
‘Ethnography lays bare the cultural erotics that consumers employ to animate the
world of goods, and renders those principles accessible to creatives (designers,
advertisers and other visionaries) whose job it is to translate them into artefacts and
relationships’(p.x). Graphic designers need to consider the ways in which they can
access this social knowledge, (Byrne and Sands, 2002, p.48) and move from a
traditional design apprenticeship learning curve in which they are ‘creative insightful
and prolific artisans’ to becoming partners with social scientists and conversant with
‘socio-cultural research design’. Such partnerships seem ideal but are according to
Bynre and Sands, hard to manage (p.65). Nevertheless, these collaborations can be
successful if, as Wasson (2002, p.72) suggests, designers and ethnographers can
work in an integrated way, with respect for each other's expertise.
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Locating social knowledge in designers’ practice
Two contrasting case studies suggest different ways in which social knowledge may be
located in design practice and given different value. Nash (2002, p.274) refers to the
acquisition of dispositions through socialisation practices emanating from the family
and its related class location relative to social structure. In different ways, the
designers showed how the dispositions related to the habitus of the field of education
and the cultures of socialisation and youth lifestyle were to become implicit in their
practice.
Case Study A
Graphic designer A was a creative director of a 'street culture' magazine. He had a
liberal rural middle-class family upbringing where independence was encouraged. His
parents had high academic aspirations for him, sending him to an elite city boarding
school. His recollections of school experiences, however, centred more on rebellion
against the establishment and his 'experimentation with life' that was to continue
through university. School and tertiary years provided inculcation of socialisation
afforded by these institutions. After proceeding no further than an intermediate
architecture year in architecture, he sought an entry to fashion via retail experience in
London and discovered graphic design through designers in his social group there. His
lifestyle interests in water polo provided a scholarship and entry to a Californian
university where he could access design tuition and where he completed one year of a
degree course. This experience recognised as ‘prior learning’, enabled him to complete
a bachelor’s degree on his return to New Zealand. The London and Californian
experience were regarded as a strong socialising stage in his life as much as an
education, serving to mould his experience and views on art, design and social life.
Through his outdoors leisure interests, he was attracted to work on a snowboarding
magazine as art director. This experience was a logical link to the street/youth culture
magazine where he had creative director owner roles. He recalled that learning about
graphic design was bound up with socialisation as opposed to learning through formal
education. In Bourdieu’s terms designer A’s ideas about graphic design were closely
linked to the field of fashion and the social field related to the lifestyle of the relevant
group. They were fields that he understood through his socialisation and the related
media.
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There was a well established habitus in the group culture of Designer A’s street culture
publication company, which combined individual staff self belief, controlled within his
bounds of management. His staff demonstrated how dispositions could be transported
(Bourdieu, Jenkins). The individualism of contributors brought with it the dispositions
related to their individual committed lifestyle cultures located in fashion graphics and
‘street life’. Manifest in their circles of friends and the culture they lived in, their
influences were all seen as a reflection of popular culture. The culture of the
publication also drew on contributions of those of a similar social group internationally
through internet communication, and locally through advertising reflecting a similar
genre that of a younger market. This group looked for more visual stimulation and less
reading in features in the alternative media of youth culture, movies, fashion pop
culture and lifestyle. The cultural capital of the firm thus lay as much with the
individuals as it did with designer A.
Case Study B
Background
Designer B came from a hardworking middle-class rural family. In this environment
practical abilities and knowledge acquisition were valued. In childhood, his school was
influential in developing his visual awareness, and strong interests in reading and
music were also developed. The durable dispositions relative the social structure in
which his family was located, were to be implicit in his practice in terms of work ethic
and social responsibility. His design interests stemmed from an earlier ambition to
study architecture. Graphic design experience started with a skills-based basic
polytechnic course, which was enough to gain entry to employment in advertising at
the time. In London he found more challenging creative opportunities in design firms
where scope for concept development and thematic development were offered. He
shared the habitus of these firms and the responded to the cultural stimulation in his
changed environment. When he returned to New Zealand he worked for a designer
with design values firmly located in ‘high design’. There was some merging and
augmentation of design values and cultural capital. Here the habitus of the firm and the
related practice involved high importance on ‘team’ participation where personal
interactions with others were of most benefit in the early stages or to critique work in
progress. The work of the firm, whilst encouraging individuality, ultimately became
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melded in a group production with little evidence of individual contribution, to those
outside the practice of the company. The team concept also extended to external
consultants contributing demographic and ethnographic data related to larger brand
identity projects. Access to externally provided social knowledge was thus seen as a
luxury and outside the brief in cost terms, for all but these larger projects.
Conclusions
There are diverse approaches to using and accessing social knowledge in graphic
design practice. The case studies revealed the varying values placed on formal
research. Designer B recognised the value of external research to provide social
research information. There was a recognition that his own life experience and the
experience of his staff was inadequate to provide this information. By contrast
Designer A employed staff in-house or by commission, on the basis of their social
knowledge closely tied to their lifestyle interests. Socialisation practices of social
structure in Bourdieu’s terms demonstrated the internalised principles of their culture
as habitus (Nash 2002). The aspects of social knowledge implicated in their design
practice thus varied between the two cases. They offer examples of only two differing
ways of bringing knowledge of social contexts in to practice. While for both designers
interaction within social settings characterised their practice they both had difficulty in
being explicit about how social knowledge was located and built up with the habitus of
the firm. Nevertheless, they provided good examples of how a growing knowledge
base outside the area of formal aspects of problem solving could enhance their
practice and their ability to make more valid contributions to clients’ communication
through graphic design. The paper also signals the untapped areas of collaboration
with social scientists – anthropologists and sociologists for example – consultants who
can contribute essential social knowledge that is becoming increasingly relevant to
graphic design as the field expands and designers simply need to know more about
relating social knowledge to their practice.
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